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AN
UNFORGETTABLE
JOURNEY: THE
OTHER HAND BY
CHRIS CLEAVE

In the vast landscape
of contemporary
fiction, few novels
manage to strike a
chord as deeply and
resonate as long as
The Other Hand by
Chris Cleave.
Originally published in
the United Kingdom
under the title Little
Bee, this compelling
narrative weaves
together the starkly
different lives of two
women, forcing

readers to confront
uncomfortable truths
about privilege,
survival, and humanity.
From the very first
line—"We don’t want to
tell you what happened
that day on the
beach"—the reader is
pulled into a world of
suspense, heartbreak,
and unexpected grace.
This article delves into

the novel's plot,
characters, major
themes, and its

enduring impact on
readers and critics
alike.

Overview
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of The

Other

The novel alternates
between their voices,
creating a taut,
emotionally charged
narrative that explores

t it means to be
Hand mtyuan in the face of

Chris
Cleave

The Other Hand by
Chris Cleave tells the
story of two women:
Sarah, a British
magazine editor, and
Little Bee, a sixteen-
year-old Nigerian
refugee. Their lives
collide on a beach in
Nigeria, an event that
haunts both of them
for years. When Little
Bee shows up on
Sarah’s doorstep in
London, the past rises
again, forcing both
women to face the
consequences of a
single afternoon’s
violence and choice.

unspeakable trauma.

Cleave’s prose is spare
yet lyrical, with
moments of dark
humor cutting through
the tragedy. The book
sold millions of copies
worldwide and was a
number one New York
Times Dbestseller,
praised for its
unflinching look at the
global refugee crisis
and the moral
complexities of wealth
and guilt.

Key
Character
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S and

Their
Develop

ment

LiTTLE BEE

Little Bee (whose real
name is never fully
revealed until late in
the story) is the heart
of the novel. She is
intelligent, observant,
and fiercely
determined. After a
horrific attack on her
village in the Niger
Delta—carried out by
oil company thugs in
retaliation for local
protests—she flees to a
refugee camp and
eventually makes her
way to England.
Despite the trauma she
carries, Little Bee
possesses a

remarkable inner
strength and a wry
sense of humor. Her
voice is both
vulnerable and wise,
and Cleave uses her to
challenge Western
readers’ perceptions of
Africa and asylum
seekers.

SARAH O’ROURKE

Sarah is a
sophisticated

Londoner, the editor of
a women’s magazine.
At first glance, she
seems to have
everything: a
successful career, a
suburban home, and a
loving husband. But
beneath the surface,
she is grappling with
guilt, a failing
marriage, and the
emotional fallout from
what happened in
Nigeria. Sarah’s
journey in The Other
Hand by Chris
Cleave is one of



awakening—she must
confront her own
complicity, her
privilege, and the limits
of her empathy. Her
character arc moves
from evasion to painful
acceptance.

ANDREW AND
CHARLIE

Andrew, Sarah’s
husband, is a pivotal
character who
represents different
forms of courage and
cowardice. His actions
on the beach set the
plot in motion. Charlie,
Sarah and Andrew’s
four-year-old son, is
uninhibited and
perceptive; his
interactions with Little
Bee add both levity
and depth. Through
Charlie, Cleave
explores innocence
and the way children
absorb the emotional
truths that adults try to
hide.

Themes
That
Haunt
and
Inspire

The Other Hand by
Chris Cleave is a
novel rich with
thematic depth. Below
are some of the most
prominent themes that
give the book its
power.

THE REFUGEE
EXPERIENCE

Little Bee's story is a
stark depiction of the
asylum-seeking
process. Cleave does
not shy away from the
bureaucratic
dehumanization, the
endless waiting, and

4 The Other Hand By Chris Cleave 2023-06-04



The Other Hand By Chris Cleave 5

the constant threat of
deportation. At the
same time, he
humanizes the
issue—Little Bee is not
a statistic but a girl
who loves words, who
memorizes British
prime ministers, and
who dreams of
becoming a person
who belongs
somewhere. The novel
challenges readers to
see refugees not as
problems to be solved
but as individuals with
dignity and hope.

GUILT AND
ATONEMENT

One of the central
questions of The
Other Hand by Chris
Cleave is: can you
ever atone for a
moment of inaction?
Sarah and Andrew both
carry the burden of
their choices on that
Nigerian beach. The
novel explores how

guilt can paralyze, or
occasionally propel,
people toward
redemption. Sarah’s
attempt to help Little
Bee is as much about
saving herself as it is
about altruism, and
Cleave leaves the
reader to judge the
purity of her motives.

POWER AND
PRIVILEGE

Cleave skillfully
contrasts the lives of a
Nigerian village girl
and a wealthy British
family. The novel is a
meditation on the
arbitrary nature of
birth—the accident of
being born in a
peaceful country with a
passport versus one
ravaged by oil
exploitation. Little
Bee's observations
about the British
obsession with
recycling and organic
food, while her home is



destroyed for oil, are
both funny and
devastating.

LANGUAGE AND
IDENTITY

Little Bee is a lover of
English words, and her
linguistic playfulness is
a survival mechanism.
She notes that in her
language, the word for
“to be” is the same as
“to breathe.” For her,
learning English is not
just practical; it's a
way to reclaim her
identity in a world that
wants to erase her. The
novel frequently
highlights how
language shapes
reality, and how
telling one’s story can
be a radical act of
existence.

Writing

Style and
Narrative
Structure

Cleave’s writing style
in The Other Hand by
Chris Cleave is
distinctive for its
immediacy and
emotional directness.
The chapters alternate
between Little Bee’s
first-person  narrative
and Sarah’s third-
person limited
perspective. This
structure allows the
reader to occupy two
very different
consciousnesses,
creating dramatic irony
and a deeper
understanding of both
characters’

motivations.

The dialogue is sharp
and realistic, often
carrying subtext that
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reveals more than the

characters intend.
Cleave also uses
repetition and

motifs—such as the
"bumblebee" and "the
other hand"—to
reinforce themes of
duality and choice. The
pacing is relentless;

the story moves
forward while
flashbacks  gradually
unveil the beach

incident, maintaining
suspense until the final
pages.

Critical
Reception
and
Impact

Upon release, The
Other Hand by Chris
Cleave received
widespread acclaim.
The New York Times

called it “a novel that
readers will devour and
discuss—and then
press into the hands of
friends.” It won several
awards, including the
Commonwealth
Writers' Prize for Best
Book (South Asia and
Pacific region) and was
shortlisted for the
Costa Novel Award.
Critics praised its
ability to tackle a grave
political issue—the
plight of
refugees—without
becoming preachy or
melodramatic.

However, the novel
also drew some
criticism. A few
reviewers argued that
Cleave, as a white
British male, may not
have had the authority
to write from the
perspective of a young
Nigerian girl. Others
felt that the second
half of the book
stretched plausibility.



Yet for the vast
majority of readers, the
emotional truth of the
story transcends any
concerns about voice.
The book has been
credited with sparking
conversations about
immigration, oil
politics, and Western
responsibility.

Why You
Should
Read The
Other
Hand by
Chris
Cleave

If you are looking for a
novel that is both a
page-turner and a
thought-provoking

exploration of moral
complexity, The Other
Hand by Chris
Cleave is an essential
read. It is not a
comfortable book—it
will make you laugh,
cry, and squirm. Little
Bee is one of the most
memorable characters
in  modern fiction, a
voice that stays with
you long after you
close the cover.

e It challenges
assumptions -
about Africa,
refugees, and
the power
dynamics
between the
Global North and
South.

o It offers a
deeply
personal story
- amidst the
political
backdrop, the
novel never loses
sight of the two
women at its
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core.
e It is beautifully
written -
Cleave's
sentences are
precise,
evocative, and
often surprising.
e It sparks
necessary
conversation -
perfect for book
clubs,
classrooms, or
anyone seeking
to understand
the human side
of global issues.

Adaptatio
ns and
Related
Works

Given its popularity,
The Other Hand by
Chris Cleave has
often been optioned for

film, though a major
adaptation has not yet
been released. Cleave
himself has written
other acclaimed
novels, including
Incendiary and Gold,
both of which also
explore themes of loss,
love, and resilience.
Fans of this book might
also enjoy works by
Chimamanda Ngozi
Adichie (Half of a
Yellow Sun), Khaled
Hosseini (The Kite
Runner), or Barbara
Kingsolver (The
Poisonwood Bible),
which similarly blend
political themes with
intimate family
dramas.

Conclusio
n

The Other Hand by
Chris Cleave is more
than a novel—it is an
experience that



lingers. Through the
unforgettable voice of
Little Bee and the
conflicted conscience
of Sarah, Cleave forces
us to examine our own
hands: what we hold,
what we let slip, and
what we reach for
when everything is at
stake. It is a story
about survival, about
the debts we owe to
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strangers, and about
the possibility of
connection across the
deepest divides. Few
books manage to be at
once so entertaining
and so important. If
you have not yet read
it, let this be your
invitation. And if you
have, you likely
already know: some
stories change you.
This is one of them.
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